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ABSTRACT 
 The purpose of this research and proposed exhibition is to help university students, 
undergraduate and graduate, develop their understanding and interpretation skills regarding 
contemporary art. The theme of the exhibition is “Integrations and Disintegrations,” and it 
should lead viewers to more easily approach art pieces that look difficult/complicated by 
identifying the elements of pieces and the movement of their significant ideas. The exhibition 
features selected works of the Korean contemporary artist, Lee Bul. These pieces are ideal 
because they call into contrast features such as beauty and grotesqueness, human and machine, 
and help viewers develop the theme and their own visions. 
 The educational supports for the exhibition provide contextual knowledge, including the 
artist’s life as a human, descriptions to help viewers take a close look at the details that make up 
contrasting elements, interpretations to show how the background knowledge and visual 
elements are connected to the meaning of a piece, and the artist’s intentions. Probing questions 
will help viewers explore the piece with the theme. Potential assignments are suggested that can 
lead to deeper understandings and facilitate connecting the understandings to the viewers’ own 
art making. Events/activities can give the opportunity to understand the piece from a wider 
perspective with additional knowledge.  
 The Krannert Art Museum on the campus of the University of Illinois is presented as an 
appropriate venue for this exhibition, because of the connection to the main target audience, 
university students. There are spaces for the exhibition and related exercises that will serve a 
large number of visitors. This exhibition would serve the interests of the museum itself by 
drawing visitors to the Asian gallery. 
 This thesis includes research about the selected artist and her work, the design of the 
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exhibition including layout, materials and educational programming/events, and evaluation using 
visitor studies. 
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Chapter 1: 
Introduction  
As a student studying both art education and museum studies, art museum education is a 
special area to me. One important thing about the two fields is that they can influence each other 
very positively. Art education can be achieved in a vivid way at the museum, and museum 
experience can be optimized by incorporating art education before and/or after a museum tour. In 
this study, I will design an exhibition at an art museum for the purpose of art education, 
particularly for university students, that can maximize the benefits of their visit to the museum.1 
Art, as a mode of communication, tends to be considered difficult in comparison with 
verbal language. This is because art, as a visual language, can be more abstract, less specific and 
less familiar than verbal language. Moreover, contemporary art tends to be difficult to 
understand at a glance, which further emphasizes the need to include the understanding of art in 
an art education curriculum. To become familiar with this verbal language, students need to be 
taught to understand it. However, art education in the US has historically tended to focus on 
making pieces rather than learning to interpret them - except for 1980s and 90s when DBAE 
(Discipline-Based Art Education) was proposed by the Getty Center for Education in the Arts 
(GCEA). Most of the practice of art education has been studio-centered. However, appreciating 
and interpreting art is as important as creating one’s own art; and in the best case, they are 
interactive and supportive of each other.  
Schools have developed programs to connect with local museums for years and this has 
helped in efforts to develop students’ understanding of art. However, these programs tend to 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 The details of the exhibition, additional events, promotional materials, and evaluation have 
been designed for use with undergraduate and graduate level students. All of this can be 
modified to serve K-12 students and other museum visitors; however, it is beyond the scope of 
this paper to discuss such modifications.  
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focus on k-12 students; very few address the needs of undergraduate and graduate students. I 
would like to help this level of students develop their understanding of art. 
The exhibition I propose will focus on contemporary art. I will use pieces by Lee Bul2, a 
Korean contemporary female artist. In speaking of her work, Lee mentions that beauty and 
grotesqueness coexist in her pieces and that she “wants to arouse visual shock and complicated 
feelings in viewers” (as cited in Oh, 1996, para. 7). Her pieces include contrasts that provide 
connection points with viewers. If they take a close look at the pieces, they will discover various 
elements, including contrasting ideas and complicated but consistent treatments of a subject. 
These elements help viewers figure out that art pieces are not merely simple visual objects or 
merely abstract and vague, but they are complex compilations that express the maker’s ideas. 
This is an appropriate first step for developing an understanding of the visual language that is art. 
Discovering different elements in pieces encourages active appreciation regardless of age or 
cognitive level. 
 The theme of this exhibition will be “Integrations and Disintegrations.” Lee Bul’s pieces 
disintegrate things and ideas that usually go together and integrate things and idea that are 
usually considered quite different. Escaping from the vagueness of everyday immersion, viewers 
can approach art pieces in a more specific and tangible manner. This will help them understand 
the various elements contained within and the relationships between abstract objects to discover 
the artist’s intention. Selected pieces will highlight variations on this theme and also introduce 
different materials and images. In such processes, students will develop their visual literacy, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Note to readers on Korean names. According to the custom of Korean society, for Korean 
names, I followed the order of surname first and then given name. For example, in the Korean 
name of Lee Bul, Lee is a surname and Bul is a given name (in the Western order, it would be 
Bul Lee). 
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reflect on their own values and identities, and achieve their own meaning making. This is what 
creative interpretation of art entails, deepening understandings. 
The goals of this exhibition are twofold: to improve understanding and to stimulate 
viewers to create their own art. For the first, this exhibition aims to provide contextual 
knowledge of these art pieces, stimulate discussion of their meanings, and develop viewers’ own 
perspectives on the issues of the pieces. The second objective involves suggesting a way of 
creating art through combining objects and stimulating viewers to try it on their own. These 
goals will be reinforced in the educational programs/activities/events related to the exhibition. 
 The main focus for this exhibition is university students. I will design the project as an 
exhibition for the Krannert Art Museum (KAM) on the campus of the University of Illinois. 
KAM is highly appropriate for this exhibition because several classes of the university are 
already connected to KAM and the museum possesses convenient and affordable space for 
temporary exhibitions and their programs/activities/events.  
This project is significant for art education in that it supports the move toward including 
understanding in the school curriculum in the US. It will do this by focusing on helping viewers 
understand pieces with relevant contextual knowledge and discussion. This also supports art 
museums as they increasingly seek to become more active as public educational organizations. 
 Moreover, it will contribute to the general attempt to connect the study of contemporary 
art with making art. It will help students to bring a depth and richness to their art pieces. As was 
mentioned earlier, the exhibition will show them how objects can be combined to make art. The 
display of related drawings and idea sketches will allow students to see the creative process the 
artist went through and suggest ways to explore and develop their own ideas in art. The 
classroom component will let them do this through hands on practice. 
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 Ultimately, this project will be significant in terms of helping create a balance and an 
interaction in art education of interpreting and making art. Further, this program will be 
adaptable to other universities and museums, expanding the potential for outreach to more 
undergraduate and graduate students. 
Research Plan  
The goal of this project is to design an educational art exhibition that helps viewers 
understand and interpret pieces deeply. I will draw upon Lee Bul’s life as an artist and human, 
identify relevant contextual knowledge, and select appropriate pieces for the theme of the 
exhibition. Next, I will organize descriptions and interpretations of the selected pieces from 
various sources and devise educational approaches to deepen understandings. Then, I will design 
an exhibition with the educational approaches.  
The general level of the exhibition including contextual knowledge will be targeted to 
university students. Considering that the potential venue is the Krannert Art Museum (KAM) on 
the campus of the University of Illinois, general museum visitors including children from school 
associated programs and adults will also be considered. 
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Chapter 2: 
Background Information  
It is important to understand the artist’s life in order to understand her work. In the 
literature review, I examine Lee Bul’s life, especially through looking at family background and 
influential memories from her childhood and adolescence that may have impact on her work, 
attitude and direction in art.  
Biography  
Lee was born in Yeongweol in Korea in 1964. She received her BFA in sculpture at 
Hongik University in Korea, and graduated in 1987. She lives and works in Seoul in Korea, and 
travels and exhibits abroad as an international artist.  
Her mother was born to Korean parents living in Japan. At the age of 16, she smuggled 
herself into Korea in order to join the revolution of her homeland just after Korea was liberated 
from Japan. After her two brothers defected to North Korea, she was left in South Korea alone. 
She married an activist and bore Lee a daughter and a son (S. H. Kim, 2008). She maintained her 
push for the revolution throughout her life. She formed an underground organization that 
persisted in secret for decades. She earned a livelihood for her family by making knitted products 
such as the beaded handbag incorporated into Lee’s piece, Majestic Splendor (1997).     
 The family lived in Seoul, moving once a year to avoid the police, but they were 
eventually discovered. Lee says, “The detective in charge would knock over the inside of our 
house to find books of thoughts in Japanese my mother hid.” When she was the fourth grade in 
elementary school, her mother was put in jail as a political prisoner and her father escaped. She 
and her siblings rented a single room remodeled from a poultry house at an orchard outside Seoul. 
Her grandmother and an uncle suffering from tuberculosis became their guardians. Lee prepared 
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meals with the meager amount her grandmother gave her, buying cheap food like bean curd-
dregs and noodles. 
Lee remembers the time she was in junior and high school as solitary, stifling, and 
desolate. She asked herself how she could be common as her name was Lee (Lee Bul, in Korean 
syntax, having the same sound as "comforter" and Bul means “dawn” and has the same sound as 
“fire” in Korean, and she was left-handed, and her parents were revolutionaries). Mean boys 
teased her about these characteristics, and the sense of inferiority she withstood made her 
consider herself different from the common and strengthened her self-consciousness.   
 In school, Lee read a biography of Leonardo Da Vinci and came to admire him. She says, 
“…He was a doctor, scientist, sculptor, and artist. In short, this all-round humanist was the 
portrait I wished for an artist. Afterwards, who I admired and wanted to be was Leonardo Da 
Vinci and artist. There was nothing I wanted to be other than an artist” (as cited in J. Jeong, 1999, 
para. 4). However, she was disappointed when she entered university as a sculpture major by the 
reality of institutionalized art education. She grew tired of its rigidity, so she took a leave of 
absence and prepared a studio with a friend. Though she rejected the strictness of the university, 
she found the theater group there inspiring and this became a part of her work.  
 As she was developing her identity as an artist, postmodernism was introduced from the 
West, and popular culture started to spread rapidly. She was drawn to popular culture, but the 
world of art was still conservative and patriarchal. In particular, the area of sculpture was 
considered more appropriate for men. Lee graduated in 1987, and then found the freedom she 
was looking for. She has come to express her thoughts and emotions in her art in ways that bring 
together sculpture, her body, and performance. 
Influential Memories in Lee’s Life 
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She confessed her significant memories (she calls these traumas) in an essay (B. Lee, 
2000). The first one is a childhood memory. A memorable event took place in her early teens and 
still influences her today. It was a motorcycle accident involving a young man and woman. Lee 
witnessed the accident while waiting for the light to change at a crosswalk when she was on her 
way home from school. She remembers stopping to look at the sumptuously decorated cakes 
arrayed behind a plate-glass window of a bakery across the street. She described it as “a glorious 
invitation to all the sensual pleasures in the world a child could wish for” (B. Lee, 2000, p. 105). 
Then, from somewhere nearby, above the everyday sounds of the street, came the insect buzz of 
a tiny motor. The two young lovers riding a foreign-model scooter:  
seemed to exist in a radiant, ethereal dimension of their own, loosed from the constraints 
of space of time. So it almost seemed natural that they should glide past the traffic signals 
governing the movement of ordinary earthbound people and machines, … Flung from the 
scooter, [the young woman] had smashed into the bakery window, toppling over the 
cakes, landing face down in the vast heap of sweet, creamy confection now spattered with 
her blood. A few yards away, in the middle of the street, lay the mangled scooter and her 
lover. For a brief instant, everything was impossibly hushed and still, before the world 
resumed itself… …love’s aura had done nothing to shield their vulnerable flesh against 
the brutal materiality of the world. (op. cit., p. 105) 
For Lee, the moment remained as a vague mixture of envy and longing and pure beauty that 
suddenly gave away to utter horror.  
Kim Taehee (2003) interprets the experience slightly differently, emphasizing the role of 
perfections and beauty. The youth, looking perfect, was tragically destroyed in a flash. The 
woman’s appearance in particular became an unforgettable image, bloodily collapsed, face 
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buried in the charmingly decorated cake. The image was meaningful in that the body had been 
connected to technology and speed, the boundary between them collapsed, and it became 
fragmented and reached death. The event was an experience of the sublime to Bul Lee in which 
beauty and terribleness, attraction and horror, overlapped in a moment and gave their positions to 
each other. Hence, it is natural for Bul Lee that the first body she dealt with was plastic software 
and at the same time wetware containing a vital phenomenon, demonstrating her essential 
interests in mortality of flesh (T. Kim, 2003). 
She says she has a fear of speed and motion, an inconvenient affliction in a world that 
seems increasingly ruled by both. She assumes the fear is something to do with her experiences 
with “bullet taxis,” which work in the hours after midnight when the subways and buses stop 
running. Those rides were so fast, 100 miles an hour, she never dared to make any sound for fear 
of opening up a gap and introducing the possibility of human error between the driver and the 
machine.  
She questions if the world has really advanced as much as popular media would have us 
believe in this supposedly new, brilliant electronic age, as viewed by a Korean. She mentions 
that living in Korea is like “[going back and forth] between the growing faith in the creed of new 
technology and the chastening reality of things constantly breaking down.” Korea is very 
developed in terms of the IT industry but still suffers from major catastrophes like jumbo jets 
crashing, killing hundreds. This type of modern-day disaster disconcerts her all the more because 
of her fears relating to speed and motion. She notes:  
There can only be two possible conclusions [to explain such events]: human error or 
mechanical failure. In Korean society, these are, by and large, acceptable answers. The 
idea of fallibility, whether human or mechanical, is considered a matter-of-fact truth, 
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something that the more “advanced” Western societies, with their technological 
triumphalism, are reluctant to acknowledge. (Lee, 2000, p. 106) 
Environmental Influence 
Lee’s environment seems to have strongly influenced her art. Lee Bul’s mother was 
surely one of the powerful influences on her life and art. She was a strong woman who fought 
actively against the dictatorial regime of Lee’s childhood. Her mother’s modeling of resistance 
likely influenced Lee’s own resistance to ideas such as beauty as well as social systems. Her 
childhood environment was characterized by constant moving. This moving was also connected 
to the political activism of her mother and her father. This personal level of transience was 
coupled with that of her entire country. Korea was in an unstable period under dictatorship. This 
may have led Lee to be sensitive to unstable situations, even at the level of a taxi ride. In an 
essay in an art journal, 2000, Lee speaks of being overly anxious at the super-speedy taxis in her 
university.  
As she grew up, according to an interview, Lee was teased by classmates because she 
was a girl in a male-oriented society, she had unusual parents, an unusual name, and was left-
handed. All of these factors made her angry and want to resist, and she channeled her aggressive 
energy into strong self-expression through art. She says that art is the most neutral state to 
express the self. It belongs to/in no single social class (Silpaehago jeolmanghaedo, 2012, para. 9). 
 Lee seems to focus on perfectionism as a way to address many of her interests and 
anxieties. She reports being influenced by Leonardo Da Vinci and seeing him as a perfectionist 
as well. Her respect for Da Vinci seems tied to his broad ranging interests and intellect. He was 
not just an artist, but he worked in a lot of academic areas including science. Lee wanted to be 
like Leonardo because he is close to perfection. He was an artist, but was an expert in a lot of 
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areas. To be like him, in part, Lee creates art that is both beautiful externally and clear and rich 
internally.  
 Lee’s personal history also seems to influence her focus on the pursuit of freedom and 
self-definition. She does not seem to like to be included in existing categories such as “feminist 
artist.” Critics’ often use such categories in order to help audiences recognize and understand 
artwork; however, Lee seems to feel that such labels limit her self-definition. She has made 
many works blurring or breaking boundaries and creating fluid spaces in place of categories. For 
example, her cyborgs are neither human nor machine but a combination of both. She also blurs 
the methods/modes of artistic categories, expanding visual art by adding scent or sound.  
 The influences of Lee’s childhood and personal history instilled a powerful well of 
energy that she seeks to relieve and express through her art. Art is her vent and allows her to give 
voice to her anxious/aggressive energy as the most perfect (neutral, not included in any category) 
method. She sees blurring boundaries as bringing her closer to perfection and freer from others’ 
definitions of her/her art.  
Her attitude in creating art is methodical. As an artist who pursues perfection, her art is 
not the result of instant inspiration but that of a great deal of time and effort, the result of 
thoroughly calculated plans. She sketches out her ideas over and over again. She also has spent 
10 years drawing anything that comes to mind when she wakes up every morning; however, she 
says that the point is to engage in regular practice and that attaching the results to the wall is 
intended to focus is on thinking and developing, not inspiration. In spite of these great efforts, 
she says she has not tried to be an artist. Art to her is something that results from what she has 
been doing. This faithful and process-oriented attitude toward art may be helpful for students to 
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explore the art world deeply rather than being stuck in the narrow focus on making artistic-
looking products.   
Lee says that in Korea, art is taught as if it involves only a spontaneous and emotional 
impetus. However, to her, art requires a very elaborately planned and structured process. She 
sees making art as similar to studying. Since she usually invests more than three years in a piece, 
it is impossible for her to approach the work solely with emotion for that long time. As a result of 
long struggling, her pieces emerge.  
Exhibits and Career Highlights 
 Since graduating from university, Lee participated in solo and group exhibitions at 
museums throughout the world including Japan, Canada, the United States, Australia, and 
Europe as well as Korea. She also gave provocative performances dealing with the (female) body 
that brought her considerable attention in the art world of Korea. For example, in “Abortion” in 
1989 in Seoul, Korea, she hung upside down from the ceiling naked. In “Cravings,” in the same 
year in Seoul, Korea, she played a monstrous creature wearing a grotesque costume, wandering 
around in public spaces while addressing her own inner fears and anxieties around in public 
spaces while addressing her own inner fears and anxieties (Battista, 2012). In “Sorry for 
Suffering-You Think I’m a Puppy on a Picnic?” in 1990, she roamed from Kimpo Airport in 
Korea to Narita Airport and downtown in Tokyo for twelve days dressed in a monstrous costume 
(H. Jeong, 2008; Amy, 2011), saying “ The ‘monstrous’ aspect of my work is about exceeding 
the prescribed boundaries, touching upon our fear and fascination with the uncategorizable, the 
uncanny” (Amy, 2011, p. 23). 
In 1997, Majestic Splendor, her piece with raw fish, was presented at the invitation solo 
exhibition of the Museum of Modern Art, New York, but due to the stench of the decaying fish, 
	   12	  
the piece was withdrawn. Ironically, this piece led to Lee being selected as a finalist for the Hugo 
Boss Prize, of the Guggenheim Museum, New York in 1998. In 1999, she was awarded 
Honorable Mention at the 48th Venice Biennale where she contributed to both the Korean 
Pavilion with “Gravity Greater than Velocity + Amateurs,” and the international exhibition with 
“Cyborgs” and “Majestic Splendor” (H. Lee, 1995).  
Lee’s Direction in Art 
Lee’s environments led her to resistant art focused specifically against patriarchal 
conservative society. She began her rise to fame in the late 1980s after graduation from the 
university through her sensational and provocative performances. Being called an “Amazon” and 
a “feminist,” she focused on the human body. At first, she used her own body in performances, 
and then, in her most renowned series to date--Cyborgs, she created an objectified body that was 
both human and inhuman. To understand the Cyborgs pieces deeply, it is necessary to explore 
the meaning of the body to Lee Bul.  
According to Kim Taehee (2003), Lee Bul has represented the human body from various 
angles:  
The subject penetrating all Lee’s pieces is materiality and limitation of the body because 
the bodies are decorated beautifully, but they are the place of life which necessarily 
decays and disappears, and the element of death contained in the body operates as an 
original motif even in the mechanized cyborg (T. Kim, 2003, para. 4).  
Kim Taehee goes on to say that Lee’s first period uses women’s bodies as the scenes of 
discrimination or the source of oppression and her present period explores bodies that are in 
crisis and radical change. In short, Lee speaks about the status of women’s bodies first, and then 
highlights political undertones (2003).  
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In the same article, Kim Taehee ties Lee Bul’s focus on the human body to the social 
mood of Korea, then narrows down to examine Lee’s focus on the female body specifically. She 
asserts that, in the mood of expectation and anxiety about the rapidly changing era, people have 
become more interested in the body. The body is in the center of ego-identity in postmodern 
society. Kim Taehee suggests that science, medical technology and biotechnology have 
developed to the point where the human body can now be changed dramatically. In this 
environment, the female body is subject to even greater levels of crisis of identity because 
women/their bodies have historically been considered inferior to men/their bodies (2003). 
Wetterwald (2003) focuses on specific pieces and what they say about Lee’s vision of the 
future. She asserts that Lee’s cyborgs combine the forms and fantasies of so-called “cyberpunk” 
mangas with archetypal representations of femininity drawn from classical art” (p. 177). Lee 
frequently incorporates elements of plots and characters from mangas to see how ideologies 
remain dominant through technology, “which … are at the centre of highly political power 
structures” (p. 178). Many science-fiction mangas follow a certain structure in which the society 
of the future faces crisis due to great catastrophes such as nuclear explosion and floods. Heroes, 
usually children or adolescents, emerge to save the planet and humanity. These heroes/heroines 
come from pathetic (in the sense of pathos) positions such as orphans and victims, are treated 
brutally, and end up with character defects and trauma. These defects or weaknesses lead to 
perpetual conflict with society and internally. 
As with the manga characters, Lee Bul’s sculptures are an amazing mixture of power and 
fragility. The android bodies are sublimated: a little larger than life-size, hybrids of perfect, high-
technology female forms. But at the same time, these anatomies are always represented as 
amputated or re-engineered fragments: a torso, a knee, an arm, a hand, magnificent in porcelain 
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and impeccably presented behind plate glass. As such, they are more or less crippled, and in any 
case not in working order. Additionally, both the human part and the robotized part are unstable; 
the former is unstable with psychological order, and the latter will try to break free from those 
who govern it. The forms in Lee’s “Cyborgs” embody stereotypes related to “femininity 
(vulnerability, incompleteness, dependence, a sense of sacrifice, body worship, seduction, etc.):” 
naturally, most authors and readers of mangas are male. Lee says:  
I am trying to look at the processes, ideas and ideologies involved in the formation of 
those so-called clichés and stereotypical images. […] I’m trying to question who has the 
power to use it and what sorts of images and products are created through that power and 
its attendant ideologies. (as cited in Wetterwald, 2003, p. 178)     
The American cyber-feminist Donna Haraway sees in the cyborg a positive, liberating myth. As 
a hybrid of the human being and the intelligent machine, it represents the possibility of 
abolishing the hierarchy between the sexes and pushing back the limits of the human along with 
negating the dichotomies between nature and culture, being and world, reality and fiction. But 
Lee Bul’s sculptures cast a shadow over this optimism, because, like the heroes of manga, her 
cyborgs highlight the likely conflict between the human part and the robot.  
 Lee moved from the cyborgs to a series of monsters: huge tentacle-like forms, at once 
animal, vegetable and robot, which Lee Bul hung from ceilings and which seemed to float like an 
unintelligible menace above our heads. Lee Bul says, “All I’ve done is push the logic of male 
fantasy to its darkest extremities … to point of convulsion, an explosion that gives birth to 
multiple, extravagant, self-generating forms” (Wetterwald, 2003, p. 179). We can imagine that 
these forms have escaped from the command and control of their creator, and they are 
developing and proliferating in every direction and indefinitely.  
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The boundaries between the natural and the artificial, the organic and the machine have 
disappeared; everything is at the same time a matter of inter-twinings, knots, accidents, welding, 
branching, rhizomes and swellings. Lee Bul says:  
The post-human has always frequented the human like a sort of double. There’s nothing 
new in that … But we live in a world that’s supposed to be technological and rational. So 
our bestiary is made up of fantasies and nightmares of biomechanical couplings and 
fusions between flesh and polymers. (Wetterwald, 2003, p. 179) 
With her cyborgs and monsters, she evokes a world that is sliding out of control, in headlong 
flight, following unexpected trajectories. The myths associated with technological perfection 
reveal themselves to be flawed and ambiguous; the line between nature and artifice becomes 
fuzzy. In representing life-as-it-could-be in a way that is as seductive as it is unnerving, Lee Bul 
provides as an occasion to think again about the relationship between science and nature, fiction 
and reality, past and future – dream and nightmare. 
 In Michael’s article, “Phantasmic morphologies,” (2011) she notes that people in Korea 
were not interested in Lee’s works like Hydra (Monument) when she made them. Furthermore, 
when critics viewed them, they wanted to categorize her works as feminist. Michael found that 
Lee herself is resistant to categorizing because she sees such actions as limiting audience 
interpretation and her artistic vision.  
 Above all, Lee thinks that art should touch on aesthetic consciousness regardless of 
whether it is beautiful or grotesque/ugly (B. Lee, 2007), and in her art, beauty and grotesqueness 
coexist.  What one finds across the critiques and in Lee’s own assessments is that she is diligent 
in her work. She chose to draw what came to mind when she woke up every day for a decade 
because she thinks, as in studying in other areas, regular practice and steady development is 
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more important than being inspired in art (Silpaehago jeolmanghaedo, 2012). In this way, Lee 
keeps questioning and making viewers question through her art, pursuing to be perfect as an 
independently entire existence in her own category, not being included any by others.    
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Chapter 3: 
The Pieces for the Exhibition 
I chose seven of Lee Bul’s pieces for an exhibition with the theme of 
“Integrations and Disintegrations:” Cyborg Blue (1997-1998), Cyborg Red (1997-
1998), Cyborg W1 (1998), Majestic Splendor (1997), Siren (2000), Hydra II 
(Monument) (1999), and Via Negativa (2012). Each piece includes various integrated 
aspects, and viewers can have the opportunity to develop their understandings by 
noticing various characteristics and contrasts that can be explored easily. Contextual 
information about the artist and her practice will be provided to help illuminate the 
artist’s viewpoint and intentions. In the exhibition, probing questions to promote active 
appreciation and interpretation will be provided. For example, every piece will include a 
prompt for viewers asking, “What is integrated in this piece and what does the piece dis-
integrate?” Potential assignments as further steps and additional activities will help 
viewers develop their own ideas and perspectives.  
 I plan to present these pieces in order of most specific to most abstract. Viewers will see 
pieces in which specific representations are the core, and then move to pieces that emphasize 
direct engagement. This is intended to guide viewers from a sense of modern reality into a sense 
of surrealism. 
Cyborg Blue, Cyborg Red 
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Figure 1. Cyborg Red (left) and Cyborg Blue (right)  
 These pieces are displayed side by side at the exhibition as a series. These are the first 
Cyborgs Lee Bul created. Later, Lee extended her cyborg series by creating more cyborgs made 
of plaster.  
 Description. Two human-like figures that lack heads and some limbs are posed standing 
side by side. They are made of semi-transparent silicone, and the dimensions of both of them are 
160 × 70 × 110 cm. Their general structure and pose with bent knees are similar; however, they 
differ in color and smaller details of form. One is red and the other is blue. The semi-
transparency of the material makes the coloring appear mottled; as the light passes through the 
figure it appears lighter where the material is thinner and darker where the material is thicker. 
The overall surface appears shiny and this effect is enhanced by the lighting from above. The 
figures have two pipes and black steel supports placed behind the figures that are affixed at the 
back of the waist. 
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 Cyborg Blue. 
 
Figure 2. Cyborg Blue 
This figure has part of a left arm and left leg. It does not have many decorations. It consists of 
big simple chunks. The chest has a prominent square in the center and beneath it the torso slopes 
gently with a symmetrical shape that appears as one integrated breast. To the left of the breast is 
the arm-like section; however, unlike human arms, this part is not cylindrical. It follows the chest 
line on its right, but from the side view, there is a long oval and the edge falls down at almost a 
straight vertical. On the right of the chest a white pipe connects to the right side of the knee.   
Beneath the breast, the chest is connected to the belly. The waist is slender. There is a 
little hollow oval between the breast and something like a v-shaped belt, but the left side of the 
oval is open and connected to the other side as one plate. In the center of the belt there is a 
prominent pentagon that looks like a buckle. The belt connects to the left hip, covering part of 
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the hip. On the left of the belt line, another pipe starts and connects to the left side of the knee. 
The pipe is fixed with nails.  
The left hip is big and round, connecting to the left leg. The leg is bent almost vertically, 
and only the toe part touches the floor, supporting the whole piece jointly with the support in 
back. The upper leg is a smooth cylinder that tapers slightly. The lower leg seems to be clad in 
armor that rises a little over the knee. This makes the lower leg thicker than the upper leg. On the 
front of the knee there is a plate, the upper part of which juts away from the body. It makes a 
shallow concave curve. If the leg were to be straightened, this “armor” would cover the lower 
part of the upper leg. This plate connects to the back of the lower leg making two convex curves. 
The foot part is stubby, and one part covers the sole and toe parts together.  
Overall, it is a simple figure consisting of one color, gentle curves close to straight lines, 
and big chunks with few decorations. The breast section and the curves including the big round 
hip suggest a feminine form. The two pipes and support look distinctly different from the smooth 
surfaces of the figure.     
Cyborg Red. 
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Figure 3. Cyborg Red 
This figure is a little more elaborate than the blue one. It has a full arm and more decoration. 
There is an arm on the left that is a little bent. The upper arm is a smooth cylinder, and the lower 
arm seems to be wearing something square that covers the elbow. This makes it thicker than the 
upper arm. This section ends near the wrist. As with the blue piece, there is no head. The chest 
section appears to be clad in something that covers the left side. This ornamentation consists of a 
prominent square shape fit between the upper body and the arm. This shape juts out over what 
would be the left breast. Inside an outer square is a second, concave and rounded square. The 
overall effect is of a boxlike bra. The right breast cover is simpler, it consists of a rectangular 
shape with a slight convexity. The space between the two breasts is convex, and it is not clear 
whether the breast parts are separate forms or connected. The piece covering the right breast 
continues down the right side and appears embossed on the form. This section connects to a belt 
part and the left hip. The belly is exposed along the left side, and again, the waist is slender. 
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There are two pipes starting from each side of the hips. The right one ends at the front of the 
knee, and the left one ends at the left side of the knee, at a little higher position than the right one. 
The ends are fixed with nails. 
From the hip, the upper leg is smooth and slightly tapered. The lower part of the upper 
leg is covered with an armor-like piece that is connected to the strong boot. The leg is slightly 
bent. The lower leg is thickly armored. The front of the knee is covered with a long square 
segment, and its back with a convex and rounded part of the boot. Angled plates cover the 
section from below the thick upper part of the lower leg to the foot. There is something like a 
buckle on the ankle that connects to the plate beneath the sole.  
In summary, the red figure is similar to the blue one in terms of their simple appearance 
with one color and big chunks. However, compared to the blue one formed mostly with curves 
close to straight lines, the red one has curves and straight lines together. Also, since it has a little 
more decoration, the red one is more elaborate and developed. The feminine elements of the 
breasts and hip and the disparate elements of two pipes and support are common in both.  
 My interpretation. Since the two pieces are shown in an integrated manner, I will 
interpret them together. 
 These two pieces are named Cyborgs, which means human combined with 
machine. It sounds futuristic and silicone is an effective material to express such a 
feeling. Lee mentions that her cyborgs were influenced by pop culture and animation. In 
this regard, it is natural that her cyborgs are women in that the main consumers of these 
media are men and the objects are mostly women. The backlighting of the pieces 
highlights unique qualities of the silicone. For example, the thickness is created by 
overlapping parts made with transparent material, and a mottling of color comes from 
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this layering, shifting from light to dark. The effect is such that viewers want to touch it 
as it looks soft and tender like a woman’s flesh. With the curving and shapeliness of 
these feminine forms, accentuated with the breasts and hips, the pieces seem to 
represent women who are attractive to men. However, ironically, they are armored, 
probably to protect their bodies.  
 As a safe and effective medical material, silicone is commonly used in various 
medical situations such as making missing body parts or beautifying them. Yet, 
ironically, the cyborgs made of silicone are missing their limbs. Rather than using the 
silicone to ‘fix’ the imperfections of (mostly) female forms, the figures are presented as 
incomplete bodies. Each lacks a head and has only partial limbs. Also, they have pipes 
and supports helping them stand and keep their poses. Particularly, the blue one is 
standing with the toe part, looking as if it would fall down if the support were removed. 
This implies that cyborgs, these future human females, are incomplete, that they even 
cannot stand by themselves. The pipe and supports are distinctly different from the 
silicone figures in terms of texture or tactility and their forms, so they are seen clearly. 
This contrast emphasizes that the cyborgs cannot function independently and need help 
from outside. Emphasizing the curves and feminine “parts” fits with the objectification 
of females in pop culture.  
 This dehumanization is taken further. The missing heads may suggest the loss of 
senses and mind. Since they do not have faces, the cyborgs cannot see, smell, hear, and 
taste. Of the five senses, only touch is left through their bodies, but they also do not 
have hands, the most active part for touching. Also, as they are missing brains, they 
cannot think. Even the futuristic aspects, the armor-like details do not add strength to 
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the figures because they are vulnerable in their incompleteness. In other words, the 
cyborgs are very limited in feeling and thinking. They are less than human. In fact, 
though they may attract through their femininity, and the dependency associated with 
this, this trait also jeopardizes their survival.  
 In summary, as a combination of the human and the machine, the cyborg is a 
representation of a human female of the future. However, Lee suggests that this is not 
an advance, but rather, an inadequate form that cannot be independent. They must rely 
on others for survival.  
 Contrasting points, probing questions, and potential assignments. In these 
pieces, viewers can discover commonalities and differences by comparing and 
contrasting points in each piece and across the two: in comparison, they look similar to 
each other in terms of the shape and material (silicone), but their colors and details in 
form are different. They both contain elements of “low” or “popular” culture and “high” 
culture as in fine art in terms of the manner of creating the sculpture. The manner of 
casting, a classic method in sculpture, is in contrast with the use of silicone, a futuristic 
material. The high-tech material contrasts with the incompleteness of the forms, the 
missing parts and need for external support structures. The pipes connected to body 
parts look cumbersome but they highlight a sense of incompleteness and inhumanity.    
These pieces provide an excellent example of the theme of the exhibition, “Integrations 
and Disintegrations.” The most significant disintegration in these pieces is the dismembered 
character of the body and the most significant integration is the combination of woman and 
machine. The feminine elements such as curved bodylines and the futuristic elements like the 
armor covering the body may be familiar to viewers of manga or animation, but the meaning of 
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the combination is debatable. Analysis using the lenses of feminism and orientalism is 
informative. Once audiences see the scene of similar shapes and clearly different colors of the 
two pieces, they would naturally start to compare the two and find similarities and differences. 
Also, since the cyborg itself is the “integration” of human and machine, it would be easy to 
“disintegrate” the given characteristics from each piece. It is interesting to note that, although 
they are two like a couple, they are both women. 
 Probing questions: 
• Have you seen anything like these before? Where? (This question gets viewers’ exploration 
started with the origin of the pieces (i.e. animations or sci-fi movies), which draws attention 
to these modes for the creation of art.) 
• How are the pieces similar and different? (This question helps take a close look at and 
understand the pieces.) 
• What do you think the gender of the pieces is? Why? (This question deals with the artist’s 
feminist focus.) 
• Why are these cyborgs missing their heads and some limbs? If they had the missing parts, 
what would the limbs look like? (This question evokes viewers’ creative interpretations and 
expressions.) 
• What is the effect of the pipes that support the figure? Are they a part of the work or not? 
(This question helps viewers consider the meaning of each element in the pieces.) 
• What do you think about the use silicone in these pieces? (This question helps viewers think 
about the role materials play in the interpretation and feel of the pieces.) 
 Potential assignment:  
• Draw the missing parts and facial expressions in your own ways. 
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Cyborg W1 
 
Figure 4. Cyborg W1 
This piece is the first of Lee’s plaster cyborg series after her silicone ones. It is 
located following the silicone cyborgs. The cyborgs made of plaster are one kind of her 
masterpieces. In an interview, with a Donga newspaper reporter, during her invited 
retrospective exhibition at Mori Museum in Japan in 2012, Lee mentions that her work 
involves consistently asking questions about the condition of humans (Koh, 2012). Each 
piece in the Cyborgs and Monsters series shows her exploration of this theme. The 
plaster cyborgs have many more elaborate details than the silicone forms. This is why I 
chose W1. 
 Description. A white plaster figure hangs from the ceiling by a white wire. It’s 
dimensions are 185 × 56 × 58 cm. It looks like a human shape, but it does not have its head 
above the neck, and it has an arm and a leg only on its left side. The overall image is of a fit 
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woman’s body. Most sections are covered with plate-like panels, and rounded shapes appear as 
connectors like bolts.   
 The upper body looks like a sandglass; there is an upside-down cone from the shoulder to 
the waist and another cone from the waist to the hip. The neck section consists of several 
cylindrical shapes that get progressively thicker. On the right side, there is a triangle on the 
collarbone, which spreads to the shoulder on the left surrounding through the back. The large top 
of this part is vaguely divided into a few parts, and the divided parts are concave. On the left, 
there is a shoulder connected to the left arm and chest.  
 The arm comes out of the center of the round bottom of the shoulder. The elbow and 
wrist on the arm are thickly rounded. The upper arm is cylindrical as well. The width of the 
elbow is shorter on the inside than outside, in order to suggest a bent joint. The edges of the side 
surrounding the elbow have nuts, and the back of the elbow is finished with a convex circle. The 
lower arm is also a cylinder shape, but it has a few triangular forms attached in a manner that 
accentuates a robot-like element. It is vertically edged on the back.  
 The thickly rounded wrist is segmented with vertical lines, and each section has one or 
four “bolts.” Like the elbow, the inside is short and the outside is a little longer so as to 
approximate a bent joint. The hand is very elaborate, consisting of many jointed fingers. The 
structure of the fingers is the same as a human’s, and the open hand is posed naturally. However, 
the fingers sport the same armor-like cylinders used elsewhere in the piece complete with the 
bolt-like elements. Also, the tips of the fingers are cone-shaped the end of which are pointed. 
The torso shows two breast-like forms consisting of rounded squares on the spherical 
shapes one might expect in a more human-like form. Between and beneath these, there is a plate, 
looking as if it is supporting the breasts, with bolts. In the center of the plate on the chest, there is 
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a convex oval that connects to the torso with plate-like shapes. The waist is very slender with 
more plates and bigger bolts. The belly area appears a plain and smooth side. The back with a 
steep slope consists of a few plates with bolts, which connects to the hip.  
Below the belly, there are two radically overlapped ovals. There are also two radically 
overlapped ovals, wider than the previous ovals, with bolts on top of the left hip on the waistline. 
The two oval parts are connected with a plate. The hip on the left consists of wider plates with 
bolts surrounding it. The side aspect of the hip is covered with a large squared oval, divided into 
two vertically in the center, with bolts. The borderline of the large oval is thick and so 
emphasized. The front side of the hip is surrounded by two horizontal plates. The back of the 
hips has a heart shape in the center with many protrusions on it.  
The hip on the left is connected down to the upper leg, which is a cylinder shape and 
made of the widest plate without bolts, looking smooth. It gets slightly thin further down and is 
connected to the knee. The knee consists of a convex oval the edge of which is surrounded by a 
thick borderline. There are two more lines out of it. On the side of the knee, there is a more 
convex circle, put on a thin plate surrounding the knee.  
The lower leg looks very strongly armed. By being armed or wearing something, the 
lower leg is thicker than the upper leg. The whole leg is slightly bent in the knee, and the arm of 
the knee part put on the lower leg is a little away from the knee. The lower leg consists of three 
parts: the upper part, the part near the ankle, and the foot part. The upper part is thickest. It 
includes the knee part with an oval in the front, which is towered and connected to the plate 
convexly surrounding the lower leg. On the side, there is a circle made by a think borderline, and 
two thicker borderlines around the circle, the first of which is connected to the back of the knee 
and the second is connected to the convex circle on the side of the knee. A small convex circle is 
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slightly overlapped down with the circle in the center. There is another chunk at the back from 
the side view. The back of the part has a convex oval in the center, and it is surrounded in the 
similar way with bolts to the side part. The lower part is more projected than the upper part, so 
the upper part connects with the back of the knee smoothly, and the lower part has an almost 
vertical angle with the ankle. The bottom of the back part consists of a plate, which connects 
with the side part and the ankle part. With these decorations, the upper part of the lower leg is 
very thick.  
The ankle part is made of a smooth plate. The foot part consists of several plates with 
bolts. The round top of the foot convexly stands with the point at the front, with bolts, and it is 
connected with the two plates covering the whole foot including the heel and the ankle plate, 
with a thick borderline. The big toe part consists of a convex circle with bolts and two thick 
borderlines. The other toe part is made of a convex plate with bolts, which is connected with the 
big toe part and the plate with bolts covering surrounding of the sole from the big toe. Its 
borderline is also thick. Whether because of raised toes or the form of the armor on the foot, 
there is a convex side from the front below the big toe.   
Overall, it is a white plaster human figure sculpture missing its head, an arm and a leg on 
its right side. The joints including the shoulder, elbow, wrist parts, lower leg, hips are 
emphasized, the breasts, belly, and upper leg are made of smooth plates, the slender waist, 
rounded and big hip, and breasts make this look a good shape woman, and plates with bolts 
covering firmly give an impression of being armed as if it is prepared to fight/offense and 
defense.  
 My interpretation. The overall interpretation of this piece follows that of the blue and 
red silicone cyborgs in that they are all included in Lee’s cyborg series, although various 
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differences appear in the details. The plaster cyborg was created later in the series than the 
silicone ones, and aspects of its design suggest that it is intended to be a more advanced form.  
The common factor in both the silicone and plaster cyborgs is their forms; they are 
missing their heads and some limbs. They are also armored and female. Accordingly, this plaster 
piece also presents a cyborg as armored, incomplete, and inadequate. However, the plaster 
cyborg has elements that make it seem less dependent and stronger than the silicone forms. For 
one thing, the plaster one does not have pipes and supports to lean on, so it looks more 
independent. In fact, the fact that it hangs from the ceiling, making the audience look up, may 
send a menacing message of a stronger female cyborg.  
In addition, the plaster form has more elaborate details; it has a neck, hand, and joints 
similar to a human figure. The overlapped plates and bolts give a more developed impression, 
compared to the silicone ones which are combinations of simple big chunks. Using plaster also 
emphasizes a permanency and strength over the smoothness and pliability of the silicone 
material. Overall, what is presented is a more combative and surrealistic image. In this sense, this 
cyborg may not need external help as much as the silicone ones do; although its feminine, 
attractive body still emphasizes the role of beauty in the survival of women. 
On the other hand, plaster is a more traditional sculpture material than silicone. It does 
not have the flexibility and human-like nature of the silicone. In addition, the solid and plain 
whiteness of the figure also presents a simpler image than the mottled coloration of the silicone 
forms. These aspects make the plaster form seem somewhat old-fashioned or primitive. It seems 
ironic that the traditional method expresses the futuristic representation. 
Some critics say the plaster cyborg is Lee’s parody of her silicone ones. I add it is an 
irony that the traditional method expresses the futuristic representation. Lee used plaster casting, 
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the traditional sculpture method used in “high” art, to express an object from popular culture or 
“low” art. She says that she wants to resist existing values about art and social systems. This 
desire comes out in her techniques and choices about materials. She continues questioning 
authority just as she did in her piece, “Majestic Splendor” (the display of fish) and her piece 
“Hydra II,” in which she asked for the audiences’ active engagement with the piece (stepping up 
and down on the foot pump).  
 Contrasting points, probing questions, and potential assignments.	  This piece may 
remind viewers of the silicone cyborgs. Viewers can compare them and discover similar and 
different points between the two kinds of cyborgs. Compared with the silicone ones, this cyborg 
is made of white plaster. The forms are similar in that all are missing their heads and some limbs, 
but the plaster one is more sophisticated with more details. Also, it looks more independent 
without any external support or pipes. Like the silicone figures, the plaster cyborg includes both 
low culture and high culture-- its form is derived from pop culture and it was created using 
casting. Also, most importantly, all the cyborgs are combinations of woman and machine. 	  
Probing questions: 
• How does this piece compare with the silicone cyborgs we looked at previously? (This helps 
viewers consider questions of developmental process.) 
• Which category do you think defines this piece, popular culture or high culture? Why? (This 
question promotes understandings of the contrasting aspects of the piece.) 
• Why do you think the artist combined woman and machine in this piece? What about this 
piece suggests gender or makes you think about women? (These questions lead viewers to 
the artist’s core ideas of feminism.) 
 Potential assignments:  
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• Based on an existing character you are interested in from any visual medium, such as movies, 
animation, and advertisement, develop your own cyborg.  
• Make a cyborg using a different material than Lee Bul’s. 
• Make some drawings that ad the limbs that are missing in this cyborg. 
• What other works do you know that are by feminist artists? Write your thoughts about 
feminism in art.  
Majestic Splendor 
     
Figure 5. Detail of Majestic Splendor             Figure 6. Part of Majestic Splendor 
 This piece consists of multiple organisms and is displayed as a video version and photos 
because of restrictions that most museums have. This piece contributed to Lee’s international 
fame; it was brought to the MoMA and withdrawn in a few days due to its strong smell, and after 
the exhibit, it made her the finalist for the Hugo Boss Prize. Photos will be displayed in my 
exhibit after the cyborg series. 
 Description. This installation piece was made in 1997 with fish, sequins, potassium 
permanganate, and polyester bags. It’s dimensions are 360 × 410 cm. 198 small transparent 
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plastic bags are hung in a grid on the wall, twenty-two in the horizontal axis and seven in the 
vertical axis. In each bag, a real fish is contained, decorated with colorful sequins or beads 
elaborately and loudly. The bottom of each bag contains a layer of pigment (potassium 
permanganate) of very dark color. Each bag is fixed on the wall with two nails at the top; it is not 
clear whether the bags are sealed completely.  
If you look at the whole piece from a distance, it looks like a symmetrical arrangement in 
a grid on the wooden shelves. Upon closer examination, many of the fish tails are displayed 
upturned. There appear to be two general rules to the arrangement. Taking the one on the 
leftmost and uppermost corner as the starting point and looking horizontally first from left to 
right and then down, the direction each fish faces is opposite to the fish just before; from the first 
facing the right, the next faces left, and the next faces right, and so on. Moving to the next 
horizontal line, the fish face the same direction as the one right before it, which is the opposite 
direction to that of the one above.  
Every fish is decorated differently, but limited decorating materials such as sequins and 
beads make them look similar. If you look into a random bag closely, a sea bream is laid. It is 
heading to the right, and its tail is lifted. The pigment, potassium permanganate, is beneath the 
fish. In some bags, the pigment is solid, and in other bags, it is liquid. For the bags containing the 
solid potassium permanganate, it exists as lots of small pieces most of which are black and some 
of which are reddish brown. For the bags containing the liquid, it is mostly black in color.  
The fish are similar, common fish. Looking from right to left, the head is a yellowish 
color, you can see a dark grey right eye and a little opened mouth. If you keep looking toward 
the left, there is a gill cover most of which is hidden by decoration, and the decoration is 
	   34	  
covering most of the body. The tail is a dark yellow; its end is dark grey. The tail consists of thin 
branches. You can see some divisions. 
The decoration on the fish body is mostly gold color. From the right, a flower is attached 
to the gill cover. From the center of the flower decoration, five strings spread out around and 
converge together in the center of the body, and spread out again and converge again forming 
two ovals. The strings have beads of different sizes applied throughout. The center and near the 
tail is covered with yellow decorations all of similar size to the flower.   
 My interpretation. Lee included about two hundred fish in this piece. The entire scene 
of the arrangement of fish collection on the wall seems to represent a kind of group. It appears to 
portray a group of Eastern women in terms of the adornment. So, the target of the message leans 
toward the opposite group, men. This piece seems to say that women need to keep trying to look 
beautiful even by harming their bodies until they die ugly, just as fish turn putrid and smell over 
time.  
Lee sewed sequins on the fish by hand, echoing the sewing her mother did. This work 
was the only type her mother could get because of her record as a dissident. Lee pricked the flesh 
of the fish with a needle to adorn the fish with sparkling sequins. In doing this work Lee would 
empathize with her mother and a lot of (Eastern) women who are treated as lesser beings and 
told to try to verify their value by looking beautiful to men even by harming their bodies. Using 
these types of decorations highlights the role of women’s cheap labor, especially in Korea and 
other Southeast Asian countries in the period of the national economic development. 
The use of fish may emphasize men’s sexual desires through fish’ “flesh,” but the use of 
raw fish accentuates the unattractive elements of the physical form and the quest for beauty. A 
sense of cruelty comes from the piercing of the fish with a needle to attach the adornments and 
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the displeasure of the smell adds to our discomfort. The combination of these intense 
characteristics with beautiful adornment of shimmering fancy makes a strong contrast. Moreover, 
the neat and perfect alignment in the grid, almost as if emotions are excluded, paradoxically 
arouses emotional agitation and intensifies our sympathies for the fish as victims.   
The fish seem an effective material to express the subject of this piece: its size is easy to 
deal with and to show as a group. It is a single unique organism and at the same time it is 
commonly found in groups-even the idea of schools communicates the lessons of Lee’s work. 
The organization of the fish communicates subtle ideas. Seen from a distance, the fish are 
arranged regularly. Except for the fish at both ends of horizontal axes of the even row numbers 
every fish faces each other. They see each other as subjects, and they are seen as objects to each 
other. The noxious smell of fish when it decays is used as stimulation strong enough to draw 
audiences’ attention beyond the visual realm. And fish are thought to be dumb, which can be 
connected to the stereotype that women are also unintelligent. Choosing sea bream is also 
effective in that its flesh is firm and its fishy smell is not very strong relative to other kinds of 
fish, so it gets the point across without being so offensive as to drive viewers away entirely. The 
inclusion of potassium permanganate as a pigment and deodorant is for the viewers’ benefit, not 
the fish’s. The combined message is that these subject/objects are not accepted naturally as they 
are; they should be beautified and they are there for the viewer not themselves. They should be 
displayed and satisfy viewers. 
Some critics call this piece “kitsch.” This would suggest that Lee’s intention was for fun 
or lighthearted. In so doing, the meaning of Lee’s work, and the use of dead fish and cheap 
decorations seems to me to be reduced and even corrupted. I agree with Lee that this piece is not 
kitsch. As Lee mentioned herself, she tends to resist existing norms around beauty and social 
	   36	  
systems. This resistance shows up in this piece. First, compared to most exhibitions in museums 
where clean and permanent objects are displayed, Lee used a medium that is organic and goes 
bad. This seems to challenge the authority of the museum and its traditional focus. Second, Lee’s 
piece challenges men by representing objectified women. Lastly, compared to the traditional 
artistic focus on the visual, Lee included a sense of smell that is at least as significant as sight. 
Since the aesthetics and the male gaze are often privileged in the art world, her focus on the ugly 
side of our senses can be seen as a feminist challenge. 
 Contrasting points, probing questions, and potential assignments.	  This piece contains 
many contrasting points: fish are organisms, but sequins are not; sequins are beautiful, but the 
smell of the dead fish is awful; the stitching of sequins on the body of the fish both beautify and 
damage; the pieces are positioned in the same way, but each are decorated uniquely.	  
 The piece includes not only visual differences, but also involves different senses: vision 
and smell. In fact, sense of smell competes with the visual. Through metaphorical representation, 
it includes both the rich and the poor in that sequins that are made by the poor are possessed by 
the rich.  
 Probing questions: 
• How does the title “Majestic Splendor” explain this piece? (This encourages viewers to 
understand the irony of the title and access the core meaning the artist intended.) 
• What effect do you think the artist sought by using real fish rather than dolls of fish or plants 
or any other things? (This question promotes understandings of using and choosing 
metaphors to create art.) 
• How would the growing smell of the decaying fish add to the work’s meaning? (This 
encourages viewers to understand the core element of the smell.) 
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• What about this piece suggests gender or makes you think about women? (This question 
leads viewers to the artist’s continuous issue of feminism.) 
 Potential assignments:  
• Stitch sequins on a tough leaf like that of camellia plants and discuss how you were feeling 
while doing this. (This is not recommended for children.) 
Siren 
     
Figure 7. Siren      Figure 8. Detail of Siren 
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Figure 9. Ulysses and the Sirens 
Siren. This piece is included in Lee Bul’s Anagrams series (1999-2005), which is 
connected with her cyborg series. It is also called the “Cyborg and Monster” series. Lee Bul says 
about the pieces in her Cyborgs or Anagrams series:  
Visually they are intertwined with issues of figuration, but within them I’m dealing with 
the ideas of perfectibility-as well as the various mechanisms in their formation and 
deformation-that have been around since ancient times and continue to preoccupy us 
today. (Fondation Cartier pour l'art contemporain, p. 4)  
In order to approximate perfection, Lee combined and rearranged different cybernetic elements 
and organisms into one, which made the outcome look like a monster. 
This series originated from six drawings. She had worked on monsters previously by 
creating monster pieces and by performing as monsters using costumes she made. Her monster 
pieces (i.e. Monster Pink (1998), Monster Black (1998)) look grotesque rather than beautiful in 
terms of the form, and her costumes look disgusting in terms of the form and colors. The 
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monsters in the Anagrams series are grotesque in terms of the form but also beauty of delicate 
sculpture seems to be emphasized. 
 Description. This piece looks like a gigantic white flying creature with a unique form. It 
hangs from the ceiling and measures 314 × 215 × 240 cm. There is a body in the center, and 
three large wings-like pieces rising up from the center (I’ll call this the trunk). Around the body, 
a lot of thin long lines are spread out like tentacles with irregular angles to the radius of the 
wings. Overall, it looks very complicated, the details are elaborate and this piece includes a lot of 
machine-like elements. 
 The body is composed of several connected parts cylindrical in shape. Some of them look 
like legs, others seem like tentacles.  These tentacles spread out from a central point. The starting 
points of the tentacles look firmly rooted with bolt-like elements. Some thicker tentacles have 
wrinkles. The end of the trunk has three long and smooth pieces spreading out, and each of their 
starting points is complex in structure. These three pieces look like the front legs of a mantis. 
Each is made by a plate covering two tentacle-like structures. At the end, the plate is divided into 
two paths, and tentacles come out of each. The starting point of the tentacle from the plate has 
two layers of caps. Much of the surface includes a lot of beads or bumps that appear bullet-like. 
The left-side section connected to the trunk has thin tentacles around it and three mantis-like 
front leg-like parts. The structure of these three parts seems the same as those of the other 
mantis-like pieces. Right before the plate, you can see two lines, and before them, there are 
elaborate connecting details. The plate on this side includes a small gap through which you can 
see inside.  
The three wings spreading up like an upside down triangle from the body are similar to 
one another in terms of the appearance and structure. They are bumpy and wavy, have short 
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tentacles in sparse groups looking like convex fried eggs near the corners on each side, and each 
of the points to the front view has a relatively long tentacle. Each wing consists of two plates 
stuck to each other. On each plate, there are spreading lines with slight curves from the body to 
the edge. The plates share a few stitches across the lines. The part far from the body of the left 
wing is divided into two.       
 My interpretation. Overall, it is an installation piece that looks like a big white creature 
with three wings and very many complicated tentacles and machine-like elements, made in an 
elaborate prefabricated way. It seems to include characteristics of a bird, an insect, and a 
machine. The parts that strike me the most are the wings and the tangled tentacles. The title, 
Siren, derives from the goddess of that name in Greek mythology. This goddess takes the form of 
a woman and a bird fused together. She was known to lure sailors to jump into the sea and drown, 
drawing them with her beautiful songs. The wings in this piece may allude to the birdlike 
character of the goddess. The tentacle-like structures are suggestive of the sea, which may be 
another allusion to the goddess. 
According to the book, Women in Art, published by Ewha Womans University Press 
(2003), the forms of this cyborg-monster series of Lee Bul were inspired by the chrysalis of the 
cicada and illustrations of other animals and plants. The final forms involve a shift from those 
flowers and insects to machine-like organisms, resulting in monsters like those found in science 
fiction imagery (pp. 238-239). I find this description compelling. The Siren appears to show a 
cyborg-monster that is similar to Lee’s other cyborgs and continues in the theme of connecting 
male desire and monsters. Lee’s desire to blur boundaries is reflected in the blurred nature of this 
beast; it is neither fully bird nor insect, neither fully animal nor machine. In Lee’s Cyborg-
Monster series, the pieces are all modernistic and futuristic, but the cyborgs lack limbs and Siren 
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has excessive wings and more detailed parts. Neither have faces and they do not have organs of 
senses and facial expression; they seem to depend on senses of touch. To be specific, the cyborgs 
would be able to sense touching limitedly because they have no or only one hand, and Siren 
would sense touching excessively because it has numerous tentacles. Both have developed with 
machinery parts as futuristic appearances but none of these look to be well formed for function. 
Although both this Siren and the Cyborgs are machinery and futuristic, the former is derived 
from mythology, traditional high (classical) culture, and the latter from animation, popular low 
culture. This is another example of how Lee uses diversity and opposition to communicate her 
meanings.  
The Siren incorporates many oppositional characteristics. Unlike the classical 
representations of sirens (i.e. Ulysses and the sirens by John William Waterhouse and Odysseus 
and the Sirens), Lee Bul chooses to omit the most human element of the figure - its head. Kim 
Taehee (2003) says this is a noticeable change that escapes the anthropomorphism of the other 
figures in the Cyborg series. Thus, the Siren represents a move further away from the direct 
representation of humanness while still inferring questions about humanity. Without the human 
parts, how could the gender of this piece be inferred? First, the mythology is a clue as the siren in 
Greek mythology was a goddess. The history of Lee’s pieces also helps; most works of hers 
including performances and installation pieces that are female or about females. The Cyborgs do 
not have heads but their femaleness is expressed through the body characteristics. The fact that 
machine elements were part of many of Lee’s installation pieces is another clue as Siren also has 
machine elements all over the body.     
 There is more to interpret about Siren beyond its gender. The elaborate details and glossy 
surface in this piece catch people’s eyes just as the goddess Siren lured sailors. This also 
	   42	  
connected to Lee’s theme of the female as simultaneously attractive and strong like warriors. The 
allure and danger to men speaks to the idea of a femme fatale; this is the nature of the classical 
siren and Lee makes an obvious connection to that idea in her title. However, the piece is not 
simply about beauty. It looks bizarre from several views. First, various creatures’ characteristics 
are combined in the piece. As with others in the cyborg-monster series, Siren combines qualities 
of two or more animals. This creature has three wings, blurring further the identity--if it were a 
bird like the siren in mythology, it would have two wings, and if it were an insect, four wings 
would be usual. Using three wings leaves the viewer guessing. Also, the inclusion of countless 
tangled tentacles makes the figure appear highly complicated. The imagery of tentacles would be 
familiar to viewers who were exposed to Japanese animation, but the similarity was not the only 
reason why Lee Bul adopted them. The tentacles may remind viewers of the complicated psyche 
of women--it is not systematic and predictable. Having multiple feelers/graspers (tentacles) 
emphasizes the idea that women are more sensitive to external stimulations than men. This 
sensitivity is viewed as a flaw by men who reject emotionality; hence, the Siren is both alluring 
and repellent. 
The complicated details of the piece make it hard to identify a clear identity/nature for the 
Siren. It looks balanced and beautiful as an installation piece, but as a creature it looks odd. This 
may hint at a sense of the fearful or grotesque that is present in much of Lee’s work. Although 
this female Siren has an appearance that grabs men’s attention, it looks bizarre and not functional, 
and is far from desirable. The visual characteristics can be considered from another perspective, 
that of excessiveness and confusion. First, this creature is rather excessive in terms of its 
multiplicative identity, three wings, not two (if we think of it as originally having four wings, it 
is missing one wing like the Cyborgs missing limbs), and a great number of tentacles. Not to 
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mention the details covering the whole piece. With the many confusingly tangled tentacles, its 
directional properties are unclear. For the three wings, it is questionable whether three wings can 
perform their role of flying well. The wings might be merely excessive decoration without any 
practical function. Since its functionality is unclear, the creature itself may seem totally 
dependent on another creature to live--probably a male creature, given this context. Also, it is 
hard to figure out where the head might be. This is suggestive of a woman’s heart that does not 
know where to go by itself or of women trying to hide their real heart through confusion in order 
to maintain men’s interest. In sum, although this female Siren has attractive factors and tries to 
keep males’ attention, several bizarre factors and burdensome points may interfere with males’ 
lingering attention—women who are viewed as too sensitive, inadequate, and dependent do not 
appeal to men.   
 Lastly, this piece seems to reflect a culmination of Lee Bul’s previous themes and artistry. 
In previous pieces, she may have felt constrained by a need to have the ideas/messages stand out 
without being blurred by beautiful appearances and delicate hand skills. In this piece, she is able 
to communicate the message while accenting her artistry and skill. This seems to have been 
possible because her previous pieces in the Cyborg series have been accepted as great pieces 
with a meaningful message all over the world. This may have made her feel comfortable about 
pursuing what her expressive desire wants. Kim Taehee (2003) asserts that the imagination 
needed to design this piece was so great and the techniques to complete it were so high, it is hard 
to focus on the form; one’s focus is on the imagination and techniques; and Kim Jeonghee (2002) 
connects the external beauty to the invisible, boring and hard work necessary to create it. 
From my perspective, the beauty created by the manual labor in this piece speaks to women’s 
efforts to be beautiful and keep men’s interests. In conclusion, Lee Bul achieved her goal of 
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drawing viewers’ unconscious attraction by fusing beauty and bizarreness in a harmonious way 
in this piece where the grotesque is expressed as beauty.  
 Contrasting points, probing questions, and potential assignments.	  Viewers can 
discover various contrasting points in this piece: identity factors such as living organisms 
(insects, animals, plants…) and machine, and cyborg and monster in terms of the title of this 
series; design details like plates and lines, wide wings and thin tentacles, and beautiful and 
grotesque in terms of artistic delicate expression and bizarre elements; and points of reference to 
the ancient and futuristic in terms of classic mythology and machinery technology. 
Probing questions: 
• What is your first impression of this piece? (Since its form is complicated, which may make 
viewers feel confused, simply reacting before analyzing would be helpful.) 
• What are the visual characteristics of this piece that you notice? What do you think are the 
roles of the specific details (tentacles, wings, plates, etc.)? (This would help viewers 
approach this visually complicated piece in an easier way.) 
• Which creatures does this suggest? Where do you see the clues in the details and which 
elements do not support your opinion? (This question encourages viewers to look at the piece 
closely.) 
• Do you know the mythology of the Siren? What are the similarities and differences between 
the Siren in the mythology and this piece? (This helps explore the complex meanings of the 
piece.) 
• What do you think the gender of this piece is? What would the personality of this creature be, 
considering its potential gender? (This question may give a chance to review Lee’s pieces in 
the series and widen understanding of this piece in its context.) 
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 Potential assignments:  
• Look at other pieces in this series of Cyborg-monster, and compare them with each other. 
• Take a picture of the most complicated part in the piece, and represent it as a drawing first, 
and then, with paper or clay. Discuss how you felt while making your piece.  
Hydra II (Monument) 
     
Figure 10. Hydra II (Monument)         Figure 11. The printed portrait on Hydra II 
Lee Bul’s series of Hydra was connected to her feminist performances and was included 
in her series of monuments. She sought to engage audiences in the process of completing Hydra 
and other pieces in the series. Lee seems to have focused on installation pieces since the mid-90s. 
She also worked on other installation pieces in this period such as Majestic Splendor. The scale 
of the works seemed to grow with each piece.  Some of her recent pieces are structures that call 
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for people to come inside. That is a different type of audiences’ engagement, and thus, she 
maintains the importance of the audience in her pieces. 
As with her other pieces and performances, Lee explicitly expresses a feminist 
perspective as Amazon (this was her nickname for a long time, though she has said in interviews 
that she prefers to be called artist).  
 Description. This is a 1200 × 700 × 600 cm dimension enormous pink balloon with the 
picture of Lee in the center. Its form is not standardized or structured very elaborately; it is an 
erect chunk with several lugs. It also has protrusions all over the surface except for the center, 
where a large image of Lee can be seen from the frontal view. It has foot pumps around the 
bottom so that people can step on them and make the balloon inflate and erect.  
The image of Lee in the center appears very clear in its white background. The 
background is a circle with two parts where Lee’s feet are positioned lying beyond the circle. In 
the picture, Lee is elaborately decorated, and her pose shows perfect bilateral symmetry. She is 
sitting on a chair with her Eastern style gown covering the chair. Her pose shows her sitting with 
her legs spread out, her knees bent, and her arms spread out level with her shoulders. The long 
sleeves of the gown are draped over her arms very wide, gathered at her waist and looking like 
wings. The vibrant pattern of the gown consists of flowers and leaves of dark green in a 
background of dark beige and gold color. The gold colored parts are shimmering. Her gown is 
covering her arms and the chair (and maybe her back), not hiding her frontal upper body and legs.  
Her upper body is decorated very elaborately and loudly. Her chest under her neck is 
exposed without any decoration. There are three baby face dolls. Lee seems to be wearing 
something black like a swimsuit or one-piece lingerie, and the dolls are attached to the positions 
of her two breasts and the center of her belly. The two dolls on her breasts resemble Lee in terms 
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of their hairstyle. Pink feathers are surrounding each doll. Her crotch is hidden by the pink 
feathers surrounding the doll on her belly. The dolls are decorated with small and medium beads 
of vivid colors such as sky blue, red, yellow, and black, showing complicated lines in the dolls 
and between the dolls on her breasts. What she is wearing is almost completely covered with 
sequins of similar colors to the beads, showing small flower patterns.  
On Lee’s thighs are black net stockings. She is wearing black leather long boots reaching 
her knees. They have thick platform heels in the front and thicker heels in the back. Red beads 
make lines following the foot shape, and colorful sequins decorate the part of toes and the front 
side of the heels. Fringes of gold color are attached to the end of the boots near her knees. There 
are several thin chains of silver color starting from the right side of the boot near her knee. The 
other end of them does not appear near her crotch and the chains drape between the end of the 
boot and her crotch. The mouth of each doll holds a chain.   
Lee’s face is a typical Asian face. Her makeup expresses rosy cheeks, vivid and thin 
eyebrows, and small and vividly red lips. Her head seems to be very slightly lowered, so her eyes, 
peering forward, look raised. Her hair and head are also very elaborately and loudly decorated. 
Her hair is parted in the middle, and each side and the top of her head has a rolled up hair bundle 
like a small ball. The hair bundles are made by densely braiding, rolling up, and fixing her hair, 
and stringed beads of pink and red colors also roll the hair bundles. Sequins shaped as flowers 
are attached on the hair bundles. The hair bundles on each side have a fringe of gold color.  
The hair bundle on top of her head is more ornately decorated than the other two; three 
sticks protrude towards the sky, the right up, and the left up, consisting of small beads, are 
stabbed like a crest. The body of the sticks consists of blue beads, and their ends are green on the 
sides and red for the center. In addition to the decoration used on the sides, the hair bundle in the 
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center is decorated with stringed beads including large red ones and small green ones covering it. 
One bead string drapes, following her face line, around her neck, expressing an oval. The largest 
bead, where flowers are painted in the blue background, drapes from the hair bundle in the center 
to her forehead. 
 My interpretation. This is such a large structure that viewers might feel fear in front of 
it. The title “Hydra,” invokes the mythical and actual creatures of this name--a coelenterate, the 
shape of whose body is a cylinder and which has six to eight tentacles around its mouth. The 
sculpture echoes this form in that it is long, with an open and empty cavity, and has tentacle-like 
protrusions. Like an actual hydra, the sculpture gives a primitive and simple impression. In short, 
its appearance is unfamiliar and primitive; this makes viewers feel more fear. 
The sculpture is also a monument to collective power. Audiences’ participation is an 
indispensable factor of this piece. As audiences collectively step on the foot pumps, the huge 
form inflates and becomes erect. Calling it a monument as Lee does, despite its pliable material 
of vinyl and its playful and ridiculous color, seems satirical of the solemn authority usually 
ascribed to such objects. However, Lee’s admiration for the power of common people, the 
audience, is demonstrated by the role that Lee gave the audience regarding the discretion of the 
scale and completion of the piece; it depends on how long the audience keeps foot pumping.                       
Hydras are generally hermaphrodites. This Hydra includes two kinds of characteristics of 
each sex, male and female; the piece inflates and becomes erect, which suggests a penis. In 
contrast, Lee’s picture in the center highlights the female. The pink color also implies femininity, 
but at the same time, it seems to symbolize men’s sexual/primitive desire. The structure and 
Lee’s picture on it inflate together by external stimulation as a man’s penis and his desire for a 
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woman grow together by external stimulation. The white background of Lee’s picture makes 
Lee’s portrait look clear and it seems to be protecting the woman in the man.   
The picture gives an impression of an Asian woman. Lee represents (Eastern) women 
whose sex is desired like a product by (Western) men, which makes the audience focus on 
women as sexual objects. The flower sequins emphasize femininity. The three dolls representing 
young-looking (Eastern) women are decorated elaborately and loudly with colorful beads, 
sequins, fringes, big gown, etc.; these decorations catch the eye and speak to men’s desire for 
viewing the female form. By emphasizing Asian aesthetics in the decorations, Lee draws on the 
stereotype of Eastern women as temperate and submissive to men, compared to Western women. 
This may stimulate Western men to embrace a fantasy of Eastern women. Moreover, behind this, 
beads and sequins can be associated with Eastern women in that their forms are common, the 
same, and regularized/standardized, far from active self-expression, and they are strung together, 
indicating a collection rather than a set of independent selves. Even the process required to 
present the decorations speaks to stereotypes. Threading the mass of beads regularly and densely 
requires much effort and persistent patience, which would fit with the stereotype of submissive 
and passive people.  
 The picture of Lee portrays a common and typical Eastern woman. Her choice of makeup 
expressing rosy cheeks implies shyness, which is connected to the stereotype of Eastern women. 
Her childish hairstyle and the three baby doll faces stimulate men’s desire for young women. 
Pink feathers surrounding the dolls show femininity and purity /innocence of women, which is 
also connected to the stereotype of Eastern women. The positioning of the dolls over the 
feminine parts, the breasts and belly near the crotch, highlights their role as serving men’s sexual 
desire. At the same time, emphasizing the female aspects of her body (by being decorated most 
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noticeably) may make viewers more aware of men’s desire. In other words, as visual consumers, 
men would be satisfied with obviously offered sexual visuals of female objects, and the 
satisfaction through obvious stimulation verifies men’s desire for women as sexual objects.  
 On the other hand, Lee also incorporates the stereotype of Western women as sexually 
free and active. The elaborate decorations can imply active self-expression of Western women as 
well as representations of Eastern women. Net stockings, long boots with heels, and vivid red 
lipstick can be interpreted as sexually active expression. Lee’s pose also speaks to this; by 
spreading out her arms, her breasts are easily seen, and by sitting spreading out her legs bending 
her knees, her crotch is revealed. Her pose is sexually daring like the stereotype on Western 
women. 
 Her gown seems to emphasize her most female aspects, her upper body and thighs, 
surrounding it with its wide sleeves and covering the chair she is sitting on. The color of the 
gown is harmonized with the core of the body. The gown is not bright, so the decorated part 
stands out, and at the same time, the gold highlights in the gown fit with the showy costuming on 
the body. The gown both hides, like Eastern women, and exposes, like Western women, Lee’s 
body.  
 One powerful element of the sculpture repels rather than attracts the male gaze: Lee’s 
facial expression. Her sharp and dark raised eyebrows and slanted eyes highlighted with makeup 
emphasize her glance so viewers may hesitate to keep staring although they want to. It seems to 
say, “I know you guys want to see something like this, but you should realize that we women do 
not exist to satisfy your desire!” In other words, her strong glance seems to raise a voice of 
feminism in contrast with the rest of the image. The whole image tries to attract attention and 
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make male viewers aware of their strong desire for women as sexual objects. Then, with her 
glance, Lee gives an admonition not to view women in that way.  
In short, this piece effectively plays stereotypes against each other to attract and repel at 
the same time. We are drawn in visually and physically while we are repelled and scolded and all 
of this is accomplished through a collective process, the same processes behind the construction 
of norms and stereotypes. 
 Contrasting points, probing questions, and potential assignments.	  In this piece, 
viewers can develop their understandings by examining contrasting points such as the use of a 
highly detailed two dimensional photo on a blank three dimensional form, the female’s image 
imposed on the male shape, the traditional role of a “viewer” in art compared to the participatory 
role in this piece, the Eastern woman with the Western pose.	  
 Probing questions:  
• What does the object look like? What would you assume about the woman in the photo from 
her appearance and pose? What would the woman say to us? (This question leads audiences 
to look at closely and figure out the meanings of the piece.) 
• Can you compare the woman in this piece and the cyborg we already saw in terms of 
woman? (This question leads audiences to understand Lee Bul’s feminist focus more deeply.) 
• Do you know what a hydra and the characteristics of it are? Why do you think this piece is 
called Hydra? (This question helps explore complex layers of meanings of the piece and 
understand it from various perspectives.) 
 Potential assignments:  
• Think about stereotypes of Eastern and Western women and the historical background from 
which these stereotypes developed.  
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• Discuss 1) how you were feeling while you were taking part in pumping the structure and 2) 
why you think the artist (or some artists, especially contemporary artists) leave audiences a 
role of participating in and completing the piece? 
Via Negativa 
 
Figure 12. Via Negativa 
 
Figure 13. Sketch of Via Negativa  
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Figure 14. Inside of Via Negativa with mirrors  
 
Figure 15. Inside of Via Negativa with light bulbs 
 This is one of Lee’s recent pieces in her series “Mon Grand Récit” (my grand narrative, 
2005-present). She has continued to express her curiosity toward human identities and pursuits 
such as utopia, and in Mon Grand Récit this exploration focuses on history and architecture. Via 
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Negativa, created in this period, takes viewers into Lee’s mind through a spatial experience in 
this architectural installation piece focusing on human consciousness. 
 Description. (Since this piece has a complex interior that is difficult to describe, I include 
a link to a video clip: http://thecreatorsproject.vice.com/blog/lee-bul-via-negativa-ii The clip 
itself is of Via Negativa II; it is similar enough to the first Via Negativa to give a general feel for 
the original piece.  
This piece is a rectangular structure big enough for people to enter easily (approximately 
290 × 600 × 600 cm). The floor of the piece is an acrylic mirror. This gives the piece a 
symmetrical appearance. The external walls are partially see-through; most are covered with 
white plates that go from the top of the structure halfway down the wall leaving the other half 
clear. The plates are covered with writing in English and Korean, slightly overlapped in one 
direction like a pattern, and some of which are upside down. Throughout, several beams and the 
white walls of the frame are visible. Different heights of the standing frames and layers of the 
structure from the front view hint at the paths inside. The beams are made of unpainted iron. The 
open entrance on the left consists of several beams spaced at regular intervals, each beam getting 
taller the further inside you go. It has complicated paths inside like a maze, and the height is 
greatest in the center.  
When you enter the piece, you are surrounded by mirrors. The path is approximately as 
wide as a single person. In the video, Lee Bul says:  
The basic form of Via Negativa is a maze. It is not that there are many entrances or exits. 
If you just follow the path you can exit. […] Even though there is a simple path, when the 
audience enters, the splintered reflections from the mirrors create many deceptive paths. 
Inside, they experience seeing their fragmented selves.  
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When you come to the center of the structure, you enter a space full of light bulbs arranged in a 
grid. The lights are also on the mirror and with their reflections it can be very disorienting; yet 
the image is of yourself. In short, it is a structure where the exterior is simple and the interior is 
so complicated it feels surreal.  
 My interpretation. The piece is a structure for audiences to enter and experience. There 
does not seem to be a specific invitation to enter, but people do, following their intuition or 
curiosity. When audiences enter, they seem to be trapped in a labyrinth within themselves. The 
structure itself is created in a rather simple way, and what creates the complicated scenes inside 
is the person who enters the structure. The complicated scene does not seem as complicated as 
the person’s consciousness system that makes the person aware that it is complicated. Lee tells 
us that:  
I want to make the viewers feel a lingering fear, something that is hard to put into words. 
I was not sure whether I could evoke such strong feelings. So I tried to get inside “Via 
Negativa,” and I actually felt the feelings that I wanted to deliver. Even though I 
acknowledge that I can get out through the sidelines whenever I want, I was 
overwhelmed with fear. (Park, 2012, para. 10)  
Lee explains that the title refers to the theological methodology of attempts to describe God. In 
this methodology, God is explored/sought by negation, by going beyond the realm of ordinary 
perception and conventional thinking, because it is impossible to define God within this realm. 
What then did Lee intend to negate and what did she intend that negation to seek? In the 
structure, individuals see multiple images of themselves, so it would seem that the subject of 
negation is oneself. In this way, Lee tries to have individuals seek their “real” selves, an ideal 
that does not exist. Lee asserts that the pursuit of utopia is human destiny, but we already know 
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that utopia is impossible (Silpaehago jeolmanghaedo, 2012). In this piece, Lee presents humans’ 
infinite challenge and experiments to seek the divine good, or the ideal/utopia. 
Also, people are likely to be more self-conscious when others are watching them. Lee 
plays on this by filling the interior of the piece with mirrors to reflect infinitely all who are inside. 
The effect is of magnifying the act of seeing and being seen. A hyper-sensitivity to the self is 
established because of the countless sets of eyes in the mirrors looking back at the individual. 
There is also a heightened level of confusion and a loss of a sense of directions that leads people 
to focus in on their immediate surroundings and sensations. In the same video as mentioned 
above, Lee Bul says:  
You look into the mirror and you recognize yourself very quickly, and you are 
instinctively self-aware. But if that reflection is infinitely reflected and fragmented, 
would people continue to accept images of themselves just as naturally? The art piece 
takes that notion of self and shakes it up. The audience has to find a way out and keep 
moving simultaneously. These two impulses are colliding inside. It’s this state of 
confusion being presented inside.  
As a result, Lee seems to intend audiences to be conscious of themselves infinitely, to seek 
utopia through negating the confusing space and multiple images, thereby coming to the ideal 
that they know (rationally) doesn’t exist.  
 In the room filled with light bulbs, the corridor is as wide as a person; however, the 
lighting makes the space seem much wider and deeper. This enhances the degree of confusion. If 
the room were meant simply to reflect the joy one experiences after exploring oneself and 
realizing something new, it could have been merely a very bright room. The large number of 
bulbs could signify that, both the world where one explored oneself, and the world that has been 
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explored are the same. In other words, it may imply that exploring the world will never be 
finished; people should keep exploring the world, keep seeking the real them and the ideal.  
Lee also seems to speak to human consciousness in this piece. To emphasize this, she 
papered the exterior of the structure with the pages of the book, The origin of consciousness in 
the breakdown of the bicameral mind  (Jaynes, 1976). About the text on the outer surface of Via 
Negativa, Lee Bul says in the same video, “The words have been reversed and printed onto the 
mirrors. Rather than having people read the full sentences, they will only see bits and pieces. 
These words will convey how the art piece is related to self-awareness.”  
My view on the texts is a little different. I think that seeing the text itself wakes the 
audience’s awareness. When you are placed in front of what you do not know and you are 
supposed to enter it, but the inside is not recognizable, you would try to figure out its true 
character. This is because the unknown and unexpected often raises fears in individuals - as with 
a “fun house” at carnivals, you feel out of control and it is fun but also scary. For viewers, the 
text lends a tone of familiarity that unconsciously catches the eye. We almost automatically seek 
to overcome the fear by reading the letters and figuring out the identity of the structure.  
Two types of responses to the piece seem likely to me: anxiety and enjoyment. Though 
the mirrors don’t change anything about the individual, they do create confusion. For some, this 
may lead them to feel a sense of chaos that upsets their sense of reality temporarily. This effect is 
augmented by the mirrored floor. The individual is suddenly surrounded by a lot of people, who 
are the same person! You meet infinitely repeated selves simultaneously, and your eyes keep 
looking for a sense of reality in the unrealistic or surrealistic space. Furthermore, your countless 
eyes in the mirrors looking toward you take on a feel of ‘the other;’ this heightens your self-
consciousness and anxiety. Inside this piece, the individual may perceive that humans are not 
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strong enough to exist independently from our surroundings; we are always influenced by them. 
This may lead individuals to ponder their identities, wondering who they really are and who they 
are not. 
Lee has included a way out for people who feel very confused and anxious in the piece. 
However, the escape is not easy and Lee asserts that individuals would rather go though to the 
end to overcome their confusion. Furthermore, crouching and crawling out may require a 
stronger will than just continuing through the piece. 
On the other hand, not all people feel anxiety or fear in the experience of the piece. Some 
individuals see their eyes in the mirrors and are merely interested in the scene in front of them. 
They have a sense of the unfamiliarity and newness of the experience and, since they are aware 
that it is a limited situation and it will end soon, they can feel fun or thrilled. Is this what Lee 
intended or expects? In observing some individuals interacting with the piece, we see people 
who look like they are laughing. They seem to be having fun with the visual experience. Through 
the piece, people can forget the stressors of their daily lives and the disappointments of the “real” 
world. They can escape from their boring ordinary days through the surrealistic maze. For some 
time after the experience, their reality may look more attractive and comfortable.         
 Perhaps ironically, anxiety and thrills are connected. People enjoy horror movies and 
roller coasters; fear is tied to fun. Lee plays on this connection, using her own life experiences as 
inspiration. In her life and essays, there is a consistent pattern in which she experienced fear and 
horror at the same time as a curious fascination—in her escapes with her family necessitated by 
the antigovernment activities of her parents, when she watched a motorcycle accident where 
dead bloody lovers were squashed into cakes displayed in a bakery, when she took taxis speeding 
like bullets on dark nights, etc. Her strong memories of anxiety seem to be projected into this 
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piece. She provides audiences with the experience of anxiety. She is sharing her emotions with 
them.  
 Contrasting points, probing questions, and potential assignments. Viewers can 
discover in this piece contrasts and features such as blocked vs. open space, creator of meaning 
vs. viewer in terms of being invited into and entering, reflective and non-reflective materials, the 
“I” who is seeing and the “I” who is seen in the mirror, real and unreal selves, negation and 
affirmation.    
 Probing questions: 
• What elements make up the structure? (This promotes viewers to take a close look and think 
about the meanings the artist intended.) 
• What did you see in the structure? What did you think you saw? (This helps viewers 
approach the artist’s core ideas of the real and the unreal/surreal.) 
• How did you feel when you were in the structure? What was the strongest emotion you felt in 
the structure? (This question helps viewers make tangible their abstract and unconscious 
experience that would otherwise be easy to forget or ignore.)  
• Regarding the meaning of the title, Via Negativa, what did the artist intend viewers to negate 
and affirm? Why? (This leads viewers to understand the meaning of the piece.) 
 Potential assignments: 
• Close your eyes, remember where you entered the structure and walk through, step by step, 
your path through. What emotions did you experience? What ideas struck you about this 
piece itself and more?  
• Go back to the structure and take a picture of yourself reflected inside. Show the picture to 
another person and talk about how you look--if “you” in the picture is somehow different 
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from “you” in reality. Write a letter to the “you” in the picture. You may share the letter with 
others if you choose. 
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Chapter 4: 
Venue and Audience 
 I plan this project as a possible exhibition for the Krannert Art Museum (KAM) on the 
campus of the University of Illinois. KAM is highly appropriate for this exhibition. First of all, 
KAM is located in the campus of the U of I so the main target of the exhibition, undergraduate 
and graduate students of the university, can have easy access.  
 Also, several classes at the university are connected to the museum. According to 
Sautman (2013), the director of education of KAM, U of I classes came to the museum 118 times 
in 2012, reaching 2,140 students (personal communication, December 13, 2013). So an 
exhibition at KAM can provide students with an appropriate opportunity for art education that is 
optimized for them. The benefits for KAM’s staff and administration are that this exhibition will 
heighten and keep students’ interests in the museum, and it will help attract more visitors in the 
future. 
 The exhibit will also serve preschoolers to highschoolers. As a local museum, KAM 
serves the community through many school associated programs. According to Sautman, there 
were 269 tours of school groups, reaching over 4,500 visitors at KAM in 2012. Other than this, 
on weekends family programs usually for children are provided. The educational purpose of this 
exhibition is helping to improve visitors’ ability to understand and interpret art; such a large 
number of child visitors demonstrates that KAM is appropriate for showing this exhibition as 
part of school programs. 
 This exhibition will play a role in helping residents understand Asian culture in this area 
of the U.S. where the proportion of Asian population is high and getting higher. According to the 
university website, Asian American students and Asian international students made up 14.0% of 
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the total student body in 2012. They make up 9.4% of the population in Champaign county, and 
of this 9.4%, 33.62% are Chinese, 22.22% are Korean, and 2.55% are Japanese. The percentage 
in Illinois is 7% and in the US, 4.8%.  Furthermore, the total percentage of Asians in Champaign 
County (and Illinois, and the US) is on the rise. Considering such high and growing rates of 
Asians, understanding Eastern culture is important to Western people, especially those in this 
area. The exhibition will help residents of the area, including the university students, to 
experience and understand Eastern culture, which will help them live with respect harmoniously 
together among Western and Eastern cultures.         
 From the position of the museum, KAM may be helped by drawing more visitors to its 
Asian gallery through this Korean exhibition. According to Sissons, the collection manager of 
KAM, the Asian gallery of KAM is the seventh biggest gallery of twelve galleries in KAM. 
There are Africa, Americas, Ancient, Asia, Decorative arts, Europe, Intermedia/Canvas, 
Photography, Works on paper collections in KAM. There are 850 (accessioned) objects in the 
Asia collection, which makes up 9% of the accessioned collections. (personal communication, 
December 13, 2013). Since the Asian gallery is relatively small in terms of the size and 
collection, it is hard to attract as many visitors as other galleries do. Moreover, its accessibility is 
not good. It does not have direct entrances; people have to pass through two other galleries to 
enter it. The exhibition I propose will give KAM the opportunity to attract more attention to its 
Asian collections and the gallery of KAM.  
 Lastly, KAM possesses a large gallery (East gallery) on the first floor for temporary 
exhibitions and another large classroom studio (Classroom studio A) in the basement that is used 
for a large numbers of children groups including school programs. I suggest these two places can 
be effectively combined and used for the exhibition and its related educational programs. 
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Chapter 5: 
The Exhibition Itself 
 Based on the research above, I propose an exhibition with educational activities and 
events. Since the main audience of this exhibition is university students, the exhibition is 
designed to help them understand new information, first by engaging their interests and level of 
common knowledge. Guidance for these students will be provided via brochures made 
specifically for each group. Information will also be delivered using videos and content on a 
tablet computer.  
Intro Texts  
Introduction of the exhibition theme. To help audiences be aware of the goal of the 
exhibition--helping audiences improve their ability to understand and interpret contemporary art-
-the theme “Integrations and Disintegrations” will be introduced first with a visual explanation in 
the form of cartoons. Viewers will be told how they can enhance their experience by asking 
focusing their attention on what various elements including contrasting points are included in 
each piece, by considering probing questions to deepen their understandings, and by conducting 
further activities to develop their own interpretation and connect their understandings to their 
own art making. The specific information will be available in the brochure at the entrance of the 
exhibition.  
Introduction of Lee Bul. General information about the artist and her background will 
be introduced to help viewers understand her pieces. As factors that can ultimately influence her 
art, information on her childhood, family history and significant episodes in her life, some details 
about the historical period in Korea in general and in the art world of Korea will be introduced. 
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Also, some information on the themes within her art, her shifts in theme over time, and her 
philosophy and attitude toward art will be introduced.       
Video for the Title Wall 
 In order to attract attention, Lee Bul’s interview video will be played as a loop, projected 
on the large scene of the title wall. The video will be made specifically for this exhibition, and 
will include the significance of the theme of the exhibition for learning how to understand and 
interpret Lee’s pieces. It will contain information about Lee’s thoughts throughout the whole 
process of making each piece and questions for undergraduate and graduate students to help 
understand her perspectives and form their own.   
Information for Each Piece 
 A tombstone label will provide viewers with contextual knowledge surrounding each 
piece and probing questions to help explore the piece deeply. A tablet computer will be displayed 
next to each piece. The content will include a description, the artist’s explanation and 
interpretation, the museum’s interpretation of the piece (done by this researcher), and critics’ 
unique and various interpretations. All of these will help deepen visitors’ understandings and 
create their own interpretations by showing various perspectives on the same piece. The viewer 
will be encouraged to explore contrasting points and perspectives through prompting questions 
and suggestions for further steps; all of which will be designed to enhance the understandings 
and experiences of the viewers.  
Images for Each Piece 
Lee Bul has tended to develop her artistic ideas for each piece by creating sketches and 
drawings over several years. These illustrate some of the processes Lee goes through as she 
develops her final products. This exhibition will include copies of some significant preliminary 
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sketches and drawings placed near each completed piece. Because Lee Bul created most pieces 
in series, images of the other pieces in the same series will be displayed by each exhibited piece 
and also included on the I-pad. Both of these types of display will help visitors understand Lee’s 
work in a more comprehensive way, show how her artistic ideas proceeded, and provoke 
visitors’ inspiration for their own creation of art in the future. For example, the series of Cyborgs 
& Monsters, including the Siren, develops from her six drawings; thus the drawings help 
establish how Lee got to the final forms. 
Exhibition Space/Layout  
 In KAM, the East Gallery for temporary exhibitions on the main level offers a fitting 
space for this exhibition. And classroom studio A is appropriate for the educational activities - it 
is used for a large numbers of children groups including school programs. These two places are 
effectively combined and used for the exhibition and its related activities. Since the two spaces 
are on different floors, there should be a sign informing visitors of the connection of both spaces. 
 A line on the map (see Figure 16) indicates the intended path for viewers as they move 
from the entrance to the exit. Since this is an exhibition with an educational purpose, the line will 
help guide viewers in their exploration of the theme of the pieces. Mostly, the guided viewing 
order is from easy to difficult; specific to abstract; and seeing to experiencing/consciousness-
raising. 
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Figure 16. Floor Plan of the Gallery with Pieces 
Starting from the entrance, one would hear the dialogue of an interview with Lee Bul and 
would see the first Cyborgs in the exhibit with their vivid color, drawing people to enter the 
exhibition. Then, following the suggested path, you would see the plaster Cyborg. In a dark 
space, the white piece stands out. Since Cyborgs are specific representations that reflect familiar 
shapes, they offer a comfortable beginning point.  
Next, viewers will see the section on Majestic Splendor. Video of this piece will give a 
general idea of the form; however, it will be important that the accompanying information be 
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highly detailed to give a richer sense of the piece. Next, viewers will see Siren hanging from the 
ceiling. This piece blurs the lines between the real and the surreal, moving viewers further away 
from the familiar. Next comes Hydra II (Monument). Viewers experience this piece more 
directly by actively joining in its inflation. Lastly, Via Negativa asks viewers to enter its 
structure and go through its surreal maze.  
Additional Events   
 Gallery talk. This event will give viewers the chance to discuss their impressions in a 
group format regarding Lee Bul’s pieces on display and video of her early performances. If 
possible, the talk will be hosted by Lee Bul herself. If this is not possible, the talk will be guided 
by the curator of the exhibition. The goal is to give the opportunity to extend an understanding of 
Lee Bul’s pieces.  
Audiences will be seated on the chairs facing the front wall. First, they will be directed to 
explore the theme of the exhibition, “Integrations and Disintegrations,” by discussing the various 
elements contained in Lee’s pieces and the various interpretations provided by the researcher. 
Next, they will be shown the video of Lee Bul’s early performances from 1989 to 1993 
(projected on the front wall). After viewing, the audience will be encouraged to talk about what 
they saw and how they interpret the performances. They will be prompted to consider drawing 
connections with the pieces on display and with the background knowledge provided. Lastly, the 
audience will be given time to ask questions and comment.  
This event has been designed in a similar way to other gallery talks that have been held at 
the museum. However, it will be unique in that the audience will deal with not only with the 
pieces on-display, but also the artist’s performances. Exploring her performances gives 
audiences the great opportunity to see not only the messages the artist intends to deliver with her 
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recent pieces more clearly, but also gives them a sense of the flow of how her issues have 
changed and developed over time.          
Lecture on feminism in Korea. The goal of this event is to understand Lee Bul’s pieces 
in the context in which they were developed. Since she combined in her pieces Orientalism and 
feminism, learning about feminism in Korean society will help audiences deepen their 
understanding of Lee’s work and of the place of art in larger society. Researchers on feminism in 
Korea will be invited to discuss differences and similarities in feminism in the West and the East, 
provide a historical context of Korean society more broadly, and consider how Lee’s work 
reflects these issues. Time will also be provided for questions and comments.  
Promotional Material 
 I plan to include two types of promotional materials: an invitation card and a brochure. 
The invitation card will contain images of the outside and the inside of the gallery where the 
exhibition will be held, an introduction of the artist and description of the theme of the exhibition, 
images of pieces with their basic information, times and dates of opening and closing receptions, 
and educational events with brief introductions, a rough map and address of the museum, and the 
address of the website of the exhibition.  
 The brochure will provide more specific information. It will include the information from 
the invitation and also: explanations of the pieces from the curator and researcher; appreciation 
tips for each target audience, including preschoolers, elementary, middle, and high school 
students, undergraduate and graduate students, and adults; and information about educational 
events with times and dates and other exhibitions held in other galleries of KAM. 
Evaluation: Visitor Studies 
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Possible questions for the visitor studies are 1) Have you read the brochure? If yes, when: 
before the tour, during the tour, or after the tour? If you read it before or during the tour, did you 
try to follow what was suggested in the brochure? 2) Did you know the theme before starting the 
tour? From what: invitation card, intro texts, brochure, anything else? Did the theme influence 
your impressions? 3) Have you tried to find elements integrated in each piece? Was it helpful to 
look for them? 4) What kinds of information provided at the exhibition were particularly helpful 
to understand pieces? 5) What other kinds information would be helpful? 6) Did you join the 
subsequent activity/event? Was it helpful to deepen your understanding/interpretation of pieces? 
7) What would have made the exhibition/program better? 8) What was good about your 
experience and what was lacking? 9) What did you learn about Korean culture?  
 The effect of the exhibition, including the educational programming, will be evaluated by 
the main target--university students who visited the exhibition. It will be conducted through 
interview and online/offline survey. Additionally, participating teachers and parents can consider 
their children’s positions and responses and provide useful evaluations. Since this exhibition will 
be held in a local museum, repeat visitors can evaluate the museum practice related to this 
educational program, reflecting their previous visits. All will be surveyed to find out what they 
are taking away in terms of knowledge and affective impact.  
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Chapter 6: 
Conclusion 
 After completing their K-12 education, people may think they are done with art education. 
However, in a world that is surrounded by contemporary art with new things developing day by 
day, and in a society where creativity contributes to competitiveness in any position, art 
education should not be limited to children and adolescents. Particularly, undergraduate and 
graduate level students can benefit from increased attention to this area as such attention can 
inspire further creativity. Students whose campus includes an art museum have optimal 
opportunities to approach/learn art because these museums offer vivid and effective sites for art 
education. 
 In this research, I designed an exhibition for these university students. At the Krannert 
Art museum located on the campus of the University of Illinois, the students can enjoy the 
benefit of art education from the exhibition that is prepared for them. Such an exhibit can 
enhance their ability to deeply understand and interpret art where the artist through highlighting 
ways that art and society are fused. Furthermore, such an exhibition can help students develop 
creative perspectives of their own and connect these to their own art making. By providing 
contextual knowledge and employing a meaningful theme, “Integrations and Disintegrations,” 
the exhibition I propose will give students the opportunity to learn and practice analysis of 
contemporary art. For such an exhibition, Lee Bul, Korean contemporary artist’s pieces (Cyborg 
Blue, Cyborg Red, Cyborg W1, Majestic Splendor, Siren, Hydra II (Monument), Via Negativa) 
were selected who has worked with integrating contrasting elements such as beauty and 
grotesqueness appropriately in that the integrated elements would be noticeable and clearly 
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discovered. Also, dealing with an artist’ pieces will help understand both the artist’s life and 
issues and relevant pieces each and the connection between them. 
 Art education is not only for K-12 students. As a graduate student who is studying art 
education and museum studies, I hope my research can contribute to helping more university 
students get curious about art around us, realize the value of art, and get close to art museums as 
educational and enjoyable art places where we can keep growing. 	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